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Letter            to Chairman of House Rules Committee Details Recommendations to Ensure            Transparency and Accountability 
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March 16,            2006, Washington, D.C. 
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-Rep.            Stephanie Herseth today outlined a range of ethics reforms proposals,            as the House begins to debate specifics of a legislative package to            address recent ethics scandals in Washington. Earlier this week, Herseth            included her proposal recommendations in a letter to Rep. David Dreier            (R-CA), who is Chairman of the House Committee on Rules and is leading            the effort to craft a package of reforms. 
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Herseth said, "Unfortunately,            the names Jack Abramoff and Duke Cunningham have become almost household            names recently. But the stories of these two individuals - one of whom            is already in jail and the other will be there shortly - are very serious            matters. For our democracy to work, people must have faith in their            government."
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She added, "My            recommendations to Chairman Dreier are a good-faith effort to work in            a bipartisan way to ensure that Members of Congress are held to the            highest ethical standards."
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Herseth's letter,            below, breaks down her recommendations into five categories: Travel            and Lodging, the K Street Project, Earmark Reform, Floor and Voting            Procedure, and Oversight.
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March 14, 2006
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Hon. David Drier
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Chairman
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House Committee            on Rules
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233 Cannon            House Office Building
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Washington,            DC 20515
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Dear Chairman Dreier:
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Thank you for your            leadership within your caucus in crafting a package of reforms to address            the recent ethical lapses by Members of Congress, their staff members,            and lobbyists. The importance of this project cannot be overstated.            During my relatively short time in Congress, I have witnessed a serious            erosion of the public trust in this institution. 
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As you undertake            this significant and difficult task, I wish to share with you my suggestions            for ethics reform. Like you, I am committed to upholding the integrity            of the U.S. House of Representatives, and I write to you today in a            good faith effort to be of assistance. I hope you find these ideas helpful.            Please don't hesitate to contact me if you have any questions with regard            to these proposals, which I have broken down into five categories: Travel            and Lodging, the K Street Project, Earmark Reform, Floor and Voting            Procedure, and Oversight.
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Travel and            Lodging
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It is imperative            that Members of Congress do not, through their travels, give the impression            of impropriety. I have been fortunate to participate in several Congressional            Delegation trips, including two separate trips to Iraq. Similarly, members            of my staff have had the benefit of participating in educational seminars            hosted by various public policy organizations. These trips were incredibly            worthwhile, and must be allowed to continue. 
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However, in order            to ensure that such educational and investigatory trips can continue            without compromising the ethical standards expected of us by our constituents,            I am supporting legislation that would prohibit trips where lobbyists            have been invited to attend or participate in any way, and where the            sponsor engages in lobbying activities or employs registered lobbyists.
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The K Street            Project
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The so-called "K            Street Project," where access and official actions are used to            influence the employment decisions of law firms and lobbying shops,            is not only unethical, but dangerous to our democracy. Whether it is            more myth than reality, it is essential that the American public is            clearly aware that trading access for employment will not be tolerated            by this body. I am therefore supporting legislation that would make            it a criminal offense and a violation of the Rules of the House for            Members to take or withhold official action, or threaten to do so, with            the intent to influence private employment decisions on the basis of            party affiliation.

 25 / 39



Herseth Outlines Ethics Reform Proposals

Earmark            Reform
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The use and abuse            of the Congressional "earmark" has shaken the public's trust            in government to make wise decisions about spending taxpayer dollars.            Many Members of this body, however, request project funding or "earmarks"            that are completely legitimate and necessary for their districts. South            Dakota is a state that has benefited greatly from the process of targeting            funding to individual projects. As we move forward with proposals to            address ethics concerns, this body should not shy away from efforts            to reform the process by which earmarks are used and abused.
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I am supporting            proposals that would amend the House Ethics Code to make it an offense            for a Member to (1) condition funding for earmarks or limited tax benefits            requested by another Member on how the requesting Member votes on legislation;            or (2) advocate an earmark unless that Member discloses to the relevant            committee the intended recipient and whether he or she either has a            financial interest in the entity or exercises any control over it, such            as appointing members of the organization's board. I also support a            proposal to ensure transparency in the process by requiring written            justification for each earmark requested. 
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Floor and            Voting Procedure
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As you know, Members            of Congress routinely vote on legislation hundreds or thousands of pages            long without adequate time to review the text. This is a disgraceful            practice, which is unfair to Members of this body and their staffs.            More importantly, it is unfair to the people of South Dakota and throughout            the nation who are prohibited from effectively responding to provisions            buried deep within these bills by virtue of the timing of our votes.
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Because of these            concerns, I am supporting legislation that would, except for measures            on the suspension calendar, prohibit the House from considering legislation            unless printed copies of such legislation have been available to all            members of the House for a period of 24 hours or, in the case of measures            containing earmarks or limited tax benefits, for a period of 3 days.            This rule can be waived only if two-thirds of the House votes to consider            such a waiver.
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Oversight
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The stalemate that            has plagued the House Ethics Committee this year has been incredibly            disheartening to me and it is further advancing the crisis of trust            Americans have with their government. It is simply unacceptable to me,            and to millions of Americans, that serious ethics violations would go            completely unchecked due to partisan infighting in the Congress. A strong,            fair and effective Ethics Committee should be in the best interest of            any Member of Congress.
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If the House is            unable to maintain a functional ethics committee, I respectfully suggest            that we explore the idea of a Congressional Ethics Commission. I am            not yet convinced that this is an appropriate step, and I believe strongly            that each body has the Constitutional obligation to effectively police            itself. However, a non-partisan commission designed to ensure there            is adequate investigation into alleged ethics violations may be an appropriate            - and conceivably necessary - response to the paralysis afflicting our            Ethics Committee over the course of the 109th Congress.
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Thank you for your            consideration of these suggestions as you undertake this important project.
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Sincerely,
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Stephanie Herseth
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Member of            Congress
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#            # #
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